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“Life on a Nickel’s Edge: Struggle and Dignity in Buffalo’s Fruit Belt” 
By John Marsland 
2016-2017 Humanities New York Public Humanities Fellow 
 
Introduction: 
This purpose of this fact sheet is to give a brief overview of the Fruit Belt neighborhood 
on Buffalo’s East Side in relation to community demographics, development, and efforts 
to control land use through the creation of the FB Community Land Trust. This fact sheet 
has three parts: an introduction to the 2016-2017 Humanities New York public humanities 
fellowship project; information gained from the conduct of that fellowship; links to other 
work that has been done in relation to the Fruit Belt. 
 
Fruit Belt Facts: 
 
The Fruit Belt makes up the majority of Buffalo’s Census Track 31. Its total boundaries are 
Main Street on the west, Best Street on the north, and the Kensington Expressway on the 
east and south. 
 
The area is the home of Anchor Bar, the original Buffalo Wings joint, Locust Street Art, 
Buffalo Federations of Neighborhood Centers, City Honors High School, and Futures 
Academy.  
 
Since 2000, the Buffalo Niagara Medical Campus has been steadily growing in the area. 
This includes the world-renowned medical facilities at Roswell Park Cancer Institute, as 
well as Buffalo General Hospital, the new University at Buffalo Medical School, and many 
other medical-related institutions. The growth and expansion of the BNMC and related 
development pressures have sparked concern among Fruit Belt residents over the future of 
their community.  
 
The neighborhood has long been working class and poor. Beginning in the 1850s, it was 
primarily a neighborhood of German and other recent European immigrants. But waves of 
Great Migration migrants from the southern United States during the middle of the 20 th 
century gradually shifted the demographics to being majority African American.  
 
As of a 2013 American Community Survey, the ethnic breakdown of the Fruit Belt is: 
• 83% African American, compared to 38% for Buffalo as a whole;  
• 9% white, compared to 50% for Buffalo as a whole; 
• 8% “other,” compared to 12% for Buffalo as a whole; 
• 5% Latino, compared to 10% for Buffalo as a whole 
 
The population of the Fruit Belt has declined from 3,837 persons in 1990 to 2,670 in 2013 
Many people (57%) in the Fruit Belt live in no family households, meaning living alone or 
living with non-family roommates.  Nearly a quarter (24%) live in single parent 
households, with only 19% of residents being married as of the survey. 
 
Women head 92% of single-family households and 54% of no-family households. 
Additionally, 92% of children live in women-headed households. 
Humanities New York 2016-2017 Public Humanities Fellowship 
 
In the fall of 2016, History PhD Candidate John Marsland from the University at Buffalo 
began a public humanities fellowship in which the creation of the FB Community Land 
Trust would form a focal point. Working with Steve Peraza and Sam Magavern at the 
Partnership for the Public Good, this project sought to complete the Historic and Cultural 
Restoration aspect of PPG’s “A Plan the Bears Fruit” policy brief. This project began by 
attending a series of meetings of the Community First Alliance to learn about the efforts 
for the Land Trust and the upcoming (February 3, 2017) fundraiser. At the meeting, 
interviews were scheduled with various organizers for CFA to discuss development in the 
Fruit Belt and the creation of the Land Trust.  
 
Interviews took place in January and February 2017. Asim Johnson arranged interviews 
with Zaid Islam, Nathaniel Cole, and Denise Barr. 
 
Denise Barr’s family has owned the same house for over 70 years. She speaks of the close-
knit community of her street, but she also notes that houses and people are gone now. Her 
biggest concerns are that “now we have so many vacant lots” and “what is going to 
happen” to older residents as rents and property taxes rise. Regarding the people who have 
historically lived in the Fruit Belt, Ms. Barr believes people had been pushed into the 
neighborhood because they had little other alternative, and now they are being pushed 
again. “If we don’t win this [Land Trust]…people won’t be able to afford to live there 
anymore.” 
 
The February 3, 2017 Fruit Belt Community Land Trust fundraiser was an amazing event. 
Over 200 people crowded into the Moot Senior Center for food, speeches, music, and a 
basket raffle. Over $5,000 was raised that night and put the Land Trust movement well on 
its way to establishing the FB Community Land Trust. 
 
Buffalo Common Council members as well as residents of the neighborhood and 
community organization leaders were present. Nathaniel Cole, Zaid Islam, India Walton, 
and Denise Barr gave speeches.  
 
Nathaniel Cole spoke about getting involved with the Community First Alliance shortly after 
moving to the Fruit Belt a couple of years previously.  
 
“We have a huge problem. As you all know there is an expansion of the Buffalo Niagara 
Medical Campus. The City has control of these lots, and believe me when I say, they will 
give it away at the right price. Which makes me think ‘where are we gonna go when they sell 
these lots?’ Because, I’ll tell you right now, they don’t care about us. We’re not even on their 
minds.” 
 
India Walton spoke about noticing high prices when she came to the Fruit Belt two years 
ago. She works at Buffalo General Hospital, so she thought living near the BNMC would be 
a good fit. She expected rents of $500-600, but she pays $1,200. “I just thought it was a 
shame.” She reflects, “even though I’m ok paying that, I’m not ok with the people I have 
grown to love being pushed out of the neighborhood they love and built and stayed and 
invested in when no one else cared.” 
Interviews: 
 
Dennice Barr: Part 1 & Part 2 
Nathaniel Cole 
Zaid Islam 
FB Community Land Trust Fundraiser: Part 1, Part 2, Part 3, Part 4, Part 5 
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About the Humanities New York Public Humanities Fellowship 
http://humanitiesny.org/our-work/partnerships/humanities-fellowship/ 
 
